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Carter, III: Florida and Rumrunning During National Prohibition

FLORIDA AND RUMRUNNING DURING
NATIONAL PROHIBITION
by JAMES A. CARTER, III *

F

E W PERIODS IN FLORIDA ’S long, colorful history equal the excitement and turbulence of those years when national prohibition was in effect. From the outset of the “Noble Experiment” in 1920 it was apparent to even the most casual observer
of events that the state was destined to play a starring role in
the drama of that era. The proximity of the Bahamas and the
Caribbean islands, coupled with an extensive coastline indented
with innumerable bays and inlets, was a boon to liquor smuggling and rumrunning as enforcement agents quickly discovered.
Most of the liquid contraband entered Florida via the Bahama islands. The sale of liquor remained legal there, and rumrunners pursued their sordid vocation with virtual impunity.
The good citizens of the Bahamas, although outwardly professing alarm at the influx of such evil men into their midst,
were all too willing to share in the proceeds of the lucrative
trade. 1 Nassau, on New Providence Island, boasting a history of
piracy and blockade running, became the mecca for the bootleggers. Some 300 years earlier the port had flourished as a refuge for English buccaneers who plundered Spanish treasure ships
bound for the mother country. During the 1920s the city served
as a depot for alcohol shipped in from all over the world. From
there liquor was dispatched to notorious “Rum Row,” 2 concealed on ships and sent directly to Florida, or it was transferred
to Bimini, Grand Bahama, or to some of the smaller cays where
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1. David Gray, “Bootlegging from the Bahamas,” Collier’s (June 24, 1922),
94.
2. Refers to a stretch of ocean just beyond territorial limits from New
Jersey to Montauk Point, Long Island. Out there, inviolate to prohibition legislation, a variety of vessels from aged steamers and fishing
trawlers to luxurious yachts supplied liquor for the contact boats whose
task it was to run the coast guard gauntlet and deliver their goods to
accomplices on the mainland.
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it was stored and peddled off to those who dared ply the treacherous Gulf Stream. 3
West End, the largest settlement on Grand Bahama Island, lay
sixty miles due east of West Palm Beach. There were nine liquor
warehouses there in 1921, and in the harbor forty to fifty power
boats awaited orders and favorable weather to make their stealthy visits to the Florida coast. 4 As the smugglers lay around
swapping tales and frequently sampling their cargoes, burly
Negroes loaded the craft while chanting in sonorous tones:
Ole man he go in the schooner at night,
Boss man he campin’ down.
Mammy’s boy he countin’ gold.
All right.
All right. 5
This sunbaked isle has never been blessed with an abundance of trees, and almost all lumber used to build residences and
other structures has to be imported. In prohibition days wooden
liquor cases were often utilized to repair hurricane damaged
buildings. As the Sunday morning worshippers at St. Mary’s
Anglican Church looked up from their hymnbooks, they could
read the labels of the products responsible for their smug wellbeing - “Johnny Walker,” “Mumm’s Extra Dry,” and “Old
Monarch Scotch Whiskey,” among others. 6 Rumrunning was not
confined to just seagoing craft. West End was also base for a
fleet of airplanes that regularly contributed in assuaging the
thirst of many an anxious Floridian. Although the planes were
small, necessarily limiting cargo space, there was virtually no
resistance to aeronautical smuggling. The pilots were swashbucklers of the first order, men who lived dangerously and enjoyed it. Perhaps the only consolation to one unfortunate enough
to ditch his plane was that he was assured of going down in
good spirits. 7
South of Grand Bahama, forty-five miles east of Miami, was
Bimini - another major cog in the liquor chain. Here the contra3. Frederic F. Van de Water, The Real McCoy (New York, 1931), 9.
4. “A Bootleggers’ Paradise in the Bahamas,” Literary Digest, LXX (September 10, 1921), 36, 38.
5. Ibid., 41.
6. Quentin Reynolds, “Whisky Ships,” Collier’s (May 12, 1934), 10.
7. Ibid., 10, 11, 36, 38-39.
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band was stored on barges. Typically these were about thirty
by fifty feet with a house on each end, one serving as sleeping
quarters and the other as dining room and kitchen. There was
ample space on these commodious craft to accommodate several
thousand cases. 8 Dotting the Bimini harbor was an odd assortment of vessels engaged in the trade. Chief among them were
the speedy “Bimini boats,” some of which were capable of
reaching the Florida coast in about two hours. 9 Ironically, some
of these craft, displaying the latest hull designs and powered
by Liberty aircraft engines, were built in South Florida boatyards almost under the noses of government enforcement agents.
Owned by Miami bootleggers, they made their crossings on the
darkest evenings. Half-a-dozen or more would leave Bimini at
sunset, each heading for a different rendezvous-Tahiti Beach,
Matheson Hammock, Snapper Creek, and the Coral Gables
Waterway 10 were popular debarkation points.
Aided by fishermen who supplemented their incomes by acting as lookouts for the bootleggers, landings were effected, the
cargoes were quickly transferred to waiting vehicles, and the
boats would return to Bimini where sunrise found them riding
quietly and lazily at anchor. Meanwhile much of the liquor was
already on its way out of Florida. The citizenry of the state
consumed its fair share of the liquid, but most of it was destined
for northern cities. Often it was camouflaged as fish, citrus fruit,
or vegetables. Such traffic was difficult to suppress; it was impossible to search every car and truck on the highways. 11
Engaged in a continual war of wits with officials, the rumrunners devised an ingenious bag of tricks. Sometimes liquor
was concealed in ships, falsely labeled, and mixed with legitimate
goods. It was difficult for customs officers to deal with the latter,
because lack of space at crowded docks made strict examination
almost impossible. 12 A popular smuggling innovation was the
8. “The Wet Way from Bimini to Florida,” Literary Digest, CIV (February 15, 1930), 17.
9 . Ibid. In a telephone conversation with the writer, Palmer Niles, a retired United States Coast Guard captain, maintained that these craft
were forerunners of the World War II PT boats.
10. “The Wet Way from Bimini to Florida,” 17.
11. Alfred J. and Kathryn A. Hanna, Florida’s Golden Sands (New York,
1950), 355; Philip J. Weidling and August Burghard, Checkered Sunshine: The Story of Fort Lauderdale, 1793-1955 (Gainesville, 1966), 97.
12. National Commission on Law Observance and Enforcement, Report on
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submersion tank, a long, cigar-shaped metal container which was
keel-hauled and chained underneath an otherwise innocent appearing vessel. At night the tank would be cut loose and towed
ashore by a small boat. In case of detection it was cast adrift
and sunk. 13 Another common device used by rumrunners was
the double or false bottom, which permitted storage of liquor
beneath a lawful cargo. 14 The most widely accepted form of
packaging was a contrivance known as the “burlock” or “ham.”
Almost completely replacing the conventional wooden case, this
burlap receptacle comprised six bottles packed in a straw jacket
and sewed up in the shape of a triangle. Each unit weighed less
than twenty pounds, took up one-third less space than the case,
and could withstand rough handling. 15
Doubtless these deceptions were in large measure responsible
for the success of the contrabandists. However, it was apparent
even before the eighteenth amendment became law that foreign
powers would not be too sympathetic to the enforcement of prohibition. Most of the controversy involved Great Britain; her
officials generally refused to suppress their colonials in the
islands who were involved, either directly or indirectly, in smuggling activities. 16 Increasing evidence of British complacency
caused tempers in Washington to fray. The New York Times
reported that a Senator (unnamed) broached the possibility of
war over the matter, judiciously pointing out that Britain could
place batteries on Bimini and bombard Miami. 17 In response, a
waggish columnist suggested that since the island was owned in
large part and visited almost exclusively by Americans, “. . . it
should be easy for the American tourists on the spot to seize
and hold the island until help can arrive.” 18 He continued,
tongue-in-cheek, by discussing the strategy of such a war. “The
coast of Florida would be bombarded from Bimini with popping
corks. In due time a British army would land on the most eligible bathing beach, accompanied by American exiles; just as the

13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.

the Enforcement of the Prohibition Laws of the United States, 71st
Cong., 3rd Sess., House Document No. 722, p. 8.
Walton Green, “Loose Islands and Lax Courts,” Saturday Evening Post
(October 2, 1926), 34.
Interview with T. C. Curry, a Miami boatyard operator, March 6, 1965.
Gray, “Bootlegging from the Bahamas,” 18.
New York Times, July 23, 1923.
Ibid., April 17, 1921.
Ibid.
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Russian Bolshevist armies that conquered Armenia were accompanied by Armenian exiles. Earl HAIG assuming that he is in
command of the invaders, will offer to every deserter from the
American armies a bottle of the stuff with which his name is
inextinguishably associated, and there will be a triumphal procession to Washington, while the patriot forces fall back to a last
ditch-and a dry ditch at that-in front of Westerville, Ohio.” 19
Park Trammell, United States Senator from Florida, indicated his concern about liquor smuggling into the state in a
letter to Secretary of State Charles Evans Hughes. “To increase the effectiveness of prohibition enforcement,” he called
for “a treaty with Great Britain under which that nation would
prohibit its ships from transporting intoxicating liquors into
the United States.” 20 In June 1922, Secretary Hughes initiated
an exchange of letters with the British government in which he
called attention to the irregularities in the Bahamas. 21 Finally,
in January 1924, an Anglo-American Rumrunning Convention
was held in Washington which was consummated by a treaty
signed by the two nations on January 23, 1924. Under terms
of this treaty, Britain agreed to allow the boarding of private
vessels flying the British flag and within one hour’s traveling
time of the American coast, for the purposes of questioning those
on board and examining the ship’s papers. If reasonable ground
for suspicion of smuggling existed after such enquiry, then the
United States officials could search the vessel, and if “reasonable
cause for belief” that the ship was violating the prohibition laws
remained, then the ship could be seized and taken into port for
adjudication under United States law. For its part, the United
States agreed that liquor being carried as cargo on British ships
destined for foreign ports, but stopping at American ports enroute, would not be disturbed as long as it remained under
seal while in the United States and as long as it was not unloaded. The treaty was to remain in effect one year, but it was renewable. 22 Similar treaties, with the same provisions for inquiry,
19. Ibid.
20. Park Trammell to Charles Evans Hughes, April 3, 1922, U. S. State
Department, Decimal File, 811.114.
21. Philip C. Jessup, The Law of Territorial Waters and Maritime Jurisdiction (New York, 1927), 280.
22. Miami Herald, January 24, 1924; Great Britain, Foreign Office, British
and Foreign State Papers, 1924, Part I, Vol. CXIX (London, 1927),
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search, and seizure, were soon arranged with Germany (May 19,
1924), Sweden (May 22, 1924), Norway (May 24, 1924), Denmark (May 29, 1924), Italy (June 3, 1924), Canada (June 6,
1924), Panama (June 6, 1924), France (June 30, 1924), and the
Netherlands (August 21, 1924). The treaty with Britain was
ratified by the two countries on May 22, 1924, and ratification
with all the nations was accomplished by April 1925. 23
Prohibition officials predicted that Rum Row’s days were
numbered because of these treaties. The smuggling did dwindle
to a trickle off the northeast coast in the late 1920s, but the
eventual collapse of the Row was essentially the result of three
factors: (1) a sizeable appropriation for the coast guard (2)
substantial shipping information regarding the movement of
foreign vessels, and (3) increased coordination among the three
services principally involved in prohibition enforcement-the
coast guard, the Bureau of Prohibition, and the Bureau of Customs. 24 The treaties themselves were dismissed by one coast
guard admiral as being of “no value whatsoever.” 25
President Coolidge, in his first State of the Union message to
Congress, December 6, 1923, and in his supplemental appropriations requests of February 1, 1924, recommended that the coast
guard be substantially strengthened in order to enforce prohibition laws. Coolidge asked for $13,853,989; $12,194,900 to be
used for conditioning and equipping twenty torpedo boat destroyers and two mine sweepers (to be transferred from the
navy), plus the building or purchasing of 223 cabin cruisers and
100 smaller motor boats, and $1,659,089 to be allocated for additional operating expenses. Congress responded by passing two
laws. The first, passed April 2, 1924, appropriated the money; the

23.

24.
25.

467-69; Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the United States,
1924, 2 vols. (Washington, 1939), I, 157-61. Hereinafter referred to as
Foreign Relations.
Annual Report of the Attorney General of the United States for the
Fiscal Year 1925 (Washington, 1925), 42; Foreign Relations, 1924, 161211. The treaty with Canada was signed by Great Britain in respect of
Canada. The differences in the treaties lay in the clauses dealing with
claims and methods of settling them. The dates in parenthesis represent
the dates the respective treaties were signed.
Annual Report of the Secretary of the Treasury on the State of the
Finances for the Fiscal Year Ended June 30, 1927 (Washington, 1928),
117.
Interview with Rear Admiral G. E. McCabe, United States Coast
Guard (ret.), May 12, 1965.
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second, passed on April 6 and signed into law April 21, authorized the transfer of the necessary vessels from the navy and the
appointment of temporary officers, warrant officers, and enlisted
men to man the extra vessels. 26
This aid was long overdue. A lack of vessels and the antiquated condition of those in operation had seriously handicapped the service since the beginning of prohibition. Some
were twenty-eight years old and could hardly top twelve knots
per hour-much too slow to cope with the speedy bootleggers
boats. 27 With better and faster vessels, the coast guard was
able to put Rum Row out of business. The secretary of the
treasury reported in 1927 that “the law-enforcement work of
the service has continued to bring excellent results. The Coast
Guard has entirely eliminated the once notorious rum row.” 28
With the cleanup of the Row in 1927 and 1928 and the
subsequent transfer of many service vessels to Florida, the coast
guard prepared for an all-out war on the Florida smugglers. One
official at the time commented: “This move means a real liquor
war and what I mean is war. . . . The rum runners are organized.
They have a fund to provide for the defense of any of their
men who are captured. And they have placed a price on the
heads of any of our most active coast guardsmen.” 29 In conjunction with this all-out push to curb Florida rumrunning, two
additional coast guard bases were established, one at Fernandina
and one at St. Petersburg, to supplement the operations at
Fort Lauderdale, Miami, and Key West. A squadron of six
cutters was ordered to patrol the Atlantic and Gulf coast from
Miami to St. Petersburg. 3 0 In spite of the coast guard’s most
valiant efforts, however, Florida smuggling was never curtailed
26. Congressional Record, 68th Cong., 1st Sess., 1923-1924, LXV, Part 1, 98;
Annual Report of the Secretary of the Treasury on the State of the
Finances for the Fiscal Year Ended June 30, 1924 (Washington, 1925),
64; U.S., Statutes at Large, XLIII, Part I, 50-51, 105-06; Congressional
Digest, III (October 1923-September 1924), 78, 184, 242, 292. The total
appropriation for the coast guard was slightly different than requested,
but the amount asked for the new vessels was approved exactly as
requested. See also Wayne Bidwell Wheeler, “Coast Guard to the
Rescue,” Forum, LXXIII (January 1925), 101.
27. Ibid.
28. Annual Report of the Secretary of the Treasury on the State of the
Finances for the Fiscal Year Ended June 30, 1927, 117.
29. Miami Herald, August 5, 1927.
30. Ibid.
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to the extent that it was in the North. The geography of the
state, the proximity of the Bahamas, the large tourist population,
and, above all, public apathy toward prohibition enforcement
were all detrimental to the success of the service.
While many local officials supported prohibition enforcement
and cooperated with federal agents, in some cases such cooperation was half-hearted or completely non-existent. In a federal
“Prohibition Survey of Florida,” a report by Frank Buckley of
the Bureau of Prohibition, it was noted that “Numerous
sheriffs, mayors, and other public officials . . . espouse the cause
of prohibition and believe in vigorous enforcement thereof - at
lease during the drowsy summer months when the tourist army
has departed.” 31 The tourist revenue was important to most of
these communities, “. . . many of which heavily obligated themselves for public improvements during the real estate boom.”
The local officials felt that “truckling to that element [was] apparently paramount.” “City fathers,” Buckley stated, “quite
naturally, do not always look with favor upon crusades or lawenforcements that tend to divert revenues therefrom to other
channels.” 32
Dade, Duval, Hillsborough, and Palm Beach counties presented the greatest enforcement problems. Although local officials
generally resented interference and direction from Washington
in the matter of restricting bootlegging activities, they seemed to
prefer “to have the actual work done by Federal men, so as to
avoid incurring political animosities.” 33 The most unreliable
city officials, according to Buckley, were those of Tampa, whose
police were “wholy unsympathetic with prohibition enforcement activities,” and West Palm Beach, whose sheriff was regarded as totally unreliable. 34
The public tended to regard coast guard enforcement with
apathy and sometimes with outright hostility. As one former
coast guard officer remembered it, “We were on trial rather than
the rumrunners.” 35 This attitude was reflected in the courts in
31. Official Records of the National Commission on Law Observance and
Enforcement, 71st Cong., 1st Sess., Senate Document No. 307, 5 vols.
(Washington, 1931), IV, 107.
32. Ibid.
33. Ibid., 115.
34. Ibid., 121, 125.
35. McCabe interview, May 12, 1965.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol48/iss1/6

8

Carter, III: Florida and Rumrunning During National Prohibition
R UMRUNNING D URING N ATIONAL P ROHIBITION

55

Florida and throughout the country. Government Officials continually bewailed the laxity of prosecution. For the coast guard
this often meant frustration and disillusionment. According to
one report, the service knew what it was “to be on patrol at sea
for days at a time in all kinds of weather, to seize a vessel running liquor and take her into port, to leave their station and
travel miles at great inconvenience to attend the hearing, to be
there subjected to exasperating cross examinations by bootleg
lawyers, to see the vessel they have caught red handed possibly
released on some technicality or condemned, sold and bought
back by her same owners for a nominal sum, and, upon returning to their wearisome patrol, to find that very same vessel
back again in the rum running game having sustained through
her seizure a financial loss that can be recouped by running a
few cases of whiskey ashore any dark night.” 36
The often meager sentences meted out to those who were
convicted under the prohibition legislation could only have
added to the frustration of agents. Commissioner of Prohibition
Roy Haynes contended that: “Nominal fines are simply an extra
legal form of license that is cheaper than the old saloon
license.” 37 The United States Attorney General in 1925, argued:
“The small penalties provided by the national prohibition act
are increasingly deplored by United States attorneys, judges, and
other officials charged with duties and conversant with conditions relating to law enforcement. They are disproportionate
to the penalties imposed for violations of other Federal laws. . . .”
He concluded that, “at least for illegal manufacture, sale, transportation and importation, acts receiving particular constitutional condemnation, the penalties should be much higher.” 38
The increasing number of cases led to congested dockets and
overworked courts. The fact that government attorneys despised
and tried to dodge prohibition cases frequently prevented offenders from being brought to trial with reasonable prompt-

36. Frederick C. Billard, “T h e U. S. Coast Guard - Its Task In Enforcing
the Eighteenth Amendment,” Congressional Digest, IV (October 1924),
31.
37. R. A. Haynes, “An Analysis of Present Problems of Prohibition Enforcement,” ibid., 13.
38. Annual Report of the Attorney General of the United States for the
Fiscal Year 1925, 39.
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ness. 39 The above report alluded to this problem: “It is quite apparent that the Federal judicial machinery has reached its peak
in the disposition of cases. . . . United States attorneys throughout the country are handicapped by insufficient legal and clerical assistance, and in many districts are prevented from promptly
disposing of criminal prosecutions by the inability of the courts
to give sufficient time to the holding of criminal sessions.” 40
The breakdown of enforcement processes and the impossibility of imposing aridity on a determined minority were made
apparent in the Wickersham Report 41 which was ordered by
President Hoover in 1931. Rising opposition to prohibition
finally culminated in the twenty-first amendment in 1933, and
with it an end to fourteen years of untold profits for those who
risked the elements and apprehension by the coast guard and
enforcement officials.
Despite all the advantages favoring Florida smugglers, they
would have met with little success in the absence of a public
attitude conducive to their efforts. According to one British
traveler of the twenties, “Florida, from my personal experience
in it, was the wettest country I have ever known. . . . There was
not even an ‘attitude’ towards prohibition-people had simply
forgotten about it altogether. . . . I should say that during the
boom there must have been more alcohol per head consumed in
Florida than in any other country in the world.” 42
39. Green, “Loose Islands and Lax Courts,” 109.
40. Annual Report of the Attorney General of the United States for the
Fiscal Year 1925, 39,
41. In May 1929, President Hoover appointed a Law Observance and Enforcement Commission headed by former Attorney General George W.
Wickersham to conduct a survey to serve as a basis for formulating
public policy on the eighteenth amendment.
42. Hanna and Hanna, Florida’s Golden Sands, 356.
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